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Part I: The military-media conflict
This is part one, the military-media conflict, in a two-part series titled "Tightrope Walking:
Finding the balance between the military and the media during modern wars."

Access to information during national conflict is like walking a tightrope, and the military
and the media are dependent on the tension to keep balance.
In times of war, the military and the media fight a battle of their own -

a battle

revolving around the dichotomy of secrecy and information. The military, notorious for keeping
secrets, and the media, notorious for finding and reporting those secrets, are naturally in
opposition.
The current conflict in Afghanistan is no different, as military and media professionals
struggle to win the war and get the story.
"The military wants to keep things a secret to get its job done, and the press needs
information to get its job done," Dr. James S. Robbins of National Defense University in
Washington, D.C., says.
Although David Wood, a foreign correspondent with Newhouse News Service in
Washington, D.C., speaks from a reporter's perspective, he agrees with the classification,
expanding to say that journalists have an obligation to find and report as much as possible.
"At the institutional level, our job is to find everything we can, and the military tries to
hide everything it can," Wood says. "Our job, as journalists, is to ferret out information people
don't want us to have."
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Time magazine's Mark Thompson says the biggest conflict between the military and the

media ultimately comes down to access and disclosure, with the press wanting everything and
the military wanting to give just a little bit.
"The military wants to give you a tablespoonful, but you want a cupful," Thompson says.
As the media struggle to get the complete story, however, the military fights to maintain
secrecy and win whatever war is being fought. Although these elements are in natural opposition,
most military officials and reporters agree the inherent differences create a friction good for
democracy.
Robbins, a professor of international relations at the School of National Defense Studies,
acknowledges the tension as "an essential culture clash between journalism and the military."
Col. Barry E. Willey, former deputy chief of public affairs of the U.S. Army at the
Pentagon, summarizes: "The conflict inevitably boils down to access by the press to the military
people and operations. Generally the media wants unlimited [access] and the military would
prefer none at all. Neither option is acceptable, so a compromise is usually found."
But to avoid falling off the tightrope of information, most military professionals and
journalists agree a balance needs to be found between the inherent differences of the
government's military and the press.
The military perspective: Looking across the battlefield

Military professionals are trained to fight and win. It's that ambition Willey says soldiers
are trained with from the beginning, and one that is held above all other tasks.
"All other missions are secondary to that," Willey noted in a self-written military review,
The Military-Media Connection: For Better or For Worse. "In order to accomplish that mission,
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secrecy in the planning and execution of military operations is ingrained in the mindset of the
military culture."
The culture clash between the military and the media revolves around the need for
secrecy, on the military's behalf, and the desire for information on the media's behalf, Robbins
says. And although he said this tension is a positive, the negatives come when the media twist
military information to "get a scoop."
The military will say one thing, Robbins explains, and the press will read it another. As a
result, the military feels the press is trying to generate a story by finding a conflict or scandal.
"If everything is going along normally, there is no story," Robbins says, "So reporters

start digging, which is irritating to the military."
When that happens, Robbins says trust between the military and the media disappears.
"The press doesn't take what the military guys say at face value because they don't trust
the information they are receiving," he says.
Although Willey says the military prepares for successful missions, such as eliminating
terrorism, keeping soldiers safe is difficult when it comes to involving the media.
"Put yourself in the shoes of the command on the ground, who is trying to find where the
enemy is," Willey says.
If all units were unrestricted and open to the media, a lot of information about how

missions are activated would be at the hands of the enemy, Willey says. And with nearly
instantaneous publication of information, anybody in the world, including the enemy, could
gather that information in just minutes.
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Although the Department of Defense (DoD), Donald Rumsfeld and other spokespersons
at the Pentagon restricted access to the military in the early months of the War on Terrorism,
Willey says he doesn't encourage complete control by the government.
"I certainly am not defending the decisions made to bar the media in early
circumstances," he explains.
Rumsfeld, the Bush administration's secretary of defense, has cited the war as
unconventional, and as a result, has restricted conventional war reporting.
Although Willey said Rumsfeld never prohibited reporters from entering Afghanistan on
their own, Rumsfeld told the Associated Press that reporters were let in with troops once Special
Operation troops were comfortable behind enemy lines.
Robbins says he supports the move, explaining, "There are some things the public just
doesn't need to know. A 'right to know' doesn't mean the 'right to know everything.'" He says a
reasonable approach by the press would balance the public interest with the safety of the
military, which is fighting to protect the American public.
"I think we run the risk of endangering the guys in the field with the idea of making all
information available all the time, because the only person who benefits from knowing our war
plans is the enemy," he says. "I'm not saying we should practice prior restraint, but journalists
should know if they get too smart on something, they may be endangering lives if [the story]
runs."
And these dynamics are well seen in the briefing rooms and hallways of the Pentagon,
some reporters are saying. In a January/February 2002 Columbia Journalism Review article
titled, "Access Denied," Defense Department spokespersons were criticized for withholding
information from the press.
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But Victoria Clarke, the assistant secretary of defense for public affairs, said this just isn't
the case, according to a featured question-and-answer series in the article.
"We have encouraged, and I think we have produced, greater facilitation of
communication and interviews and coordination with all sorts of people in the building," Clarke
told CJR's Neil Hickey. "I've been told we are the only defense agency in the world in which the
media are actually housed."
Still Clarke said she isn't about to give out all the information reporters would like
because of the nature of the conflict.
"We've said from the very beginning, and it's been borne out, that this is a very
unconventional war," Clarke told CJR. "Given the fact that there was going to be a special,
unique and important role for Special Forces, there would be some things nobody could or
should ever see."
Pentagon officials have even provided combat footage, shot by the military during the
first attack on Oct. 19, 2001. Although Clarke told CJR the Pentagon offered "extraordinary
insight into some of the more unconventional aspects of the war," some reporters and media
organizations have criticized the Pentagon for trying to control the media coverage of the
conflict.
Willey defends this move, however, saying the government probably wasn't ready to
attach reporters to Special Forces troops, but was willing to get information to the media.
Although Rumsfeld has developed a reputation for silence, Willey says Rumsfeld has
been dubbed a "media darling" for his frank candor, letting reporters know right away what
information he will give and what information he'll keep.
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"I think the media likes and appreciates him because ... he's straightforward and to-thepoint," Willey says.
But Major Paul Swiergosz, a public affairs officer with the U.S. Army, says things work
better when there's a few thousand miles between the troops and the Pentagon.
With more than 12 years in the military, Swiergosz says he handles things much
differently than most military professionals. With a bachelor's degree and a master's degree in
journalism and public relations, Swiergosz is open to the press, giving reporters access to unit
commanders and conflict-specific information.
"My approach has always followed the DoD Principles oflnformation. No kidding,"
Swiergosz says. "It's hard not to do and follows some basic tenets of being up front and honest.
In short, tell it all, tell it fast, and be accurate."
Although Swiergosz says the "biggest problem in any situation is that the media almost
always wants more than what you can give them," the biggest challenge comes with how to
promote the 100 good things the military does, as well as the one bad thing.
Swiergosz says he' 11give all the information he can to the media, even if it is bad news
and hard to tell. By taking this approach, Swiergosz says he avoids making the military look bad
when the media and the public find out something was covered up.
"If you get out there and do it that way, it will hurt, but your credibility won't suffer," he
explains.
And without that credibility, public affairs officers are nothing, he says.
Calling himself an "odd duck," Swiergosz says these opinions are his own, and not that
of written Army policy. But Marshall Thompson, who served with Swiergosz in Macedonia, says
the Army got great press and public attention because of Swiergosz's technique.
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Although the Department of Defense's Principles oflnformation encourages the military
to provide the media with access to "timely and accurate information," the policy says military
commanders and public affairs officers should only withhold information that poses a threat to
national security and defense strategy.
Marshall Thompson, a former U.S. Army reporter, says he's seen conflict from the
perspective of the military and of the media. Working as a reporter for a unit newspaper, he says
his six months in Kosovo and Macedonia were marked by secrecy among military commanders.
"'Operational Security,' or Op Sec, is a term that gets thrown around a lot in the
military," Marshall Thompson says.
Although he says the idea behind a unit newspaper is to build morale among the troops,
he also says soldiers would often shy away from him because he was a reporter and didn't want
to run the risk of getting in trouble for talking to the media.
"I always got a kick out of how scared people were of me just because I was a journalist,
even though I was in a uniform," he says. "Sometimes I had to step back and say, 'Hey, I'm in
the Army. I'm with you."'
As military professionals with training in journalism, both Marshall Thompson and
Swiergosz say not much should be kept from the media, even in the current "war on terrorism."
Swiergosz says he tends to be a little tougher on the military because he thinks more
information could be divulged without threatening national security. But he explains some things
are better kept from the media, such as the names and location of Special Forces before an
operation has been deployed.
Even then, Swiergosz says the media will always want more information. And this is
where the conflict between the military and the media gets complicated. The military was created
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to protect the people of the United States, but it is that public that also has the right to know what
it's military is doing, Swiergosz explains.
"The public are the shareholders and the military is the company," he says. "The
shareholders have a right to know what the people running the company are doing with the
organization."
The Media Perspective: A right to know
Dubbed the "watchdogs" of the nation, reporters are responsible for getting information
to the American public. Dependent on the First Amendment of the Constitution, which
guarantees the freedom of the press, reporters often find themselves searching for information in
the military's secrecy.
"We're not supposed to be in the cooperation business," Dr. Alfred Pratte, a professor of
communication at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, says. "We're supposed to be the
watchdogs."
Even with the media's established role as the "fourth estate" of the nation, Mark
Thompson, a 1985 Pulitzer Prize winner, says the conflict between the military and the media in
the current war is seen in two places -

in the war theater of Afghanistan and at the Pentagon. As

a result, Thompson says many reporters count on Washington to provide insight to what's going
on overseas.
But it's the spin coming from the podium at the Pentagon, Mark Thompson says, that has
the press "butting heads with the military." It isn't just information coming out of Washington,
however, that's being controlled by the Pentagon. He says Rumsfeld's silence has been passed
down to the troops overseas, as well.
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"Rumsfeld has told them to shut up," he says, "And they have because they're being
good soldiers."
Most media professionals agree, however, that Rumsfeld's approach to handling the
media isn't a novelty.
"It's always been a military practice to hide and conceal," Pratte explains.
Although the silence isn't a new military tactic, Pratte says there is more military secrecy
in the current conflict because the public trusts the media less and the military more.
According to Hickey's CJR article, "The public blames the press and supports the
military in contretemps between the two. A mid-November Gallup poll showed an 80 percent
approval rating for Secretary Rumsfeld's handling of the war on terrorism (89 percent for
President Bush) and a dismal 43 percent for the news media.
"The reasons, according to Gallup: journalists' role as the bearers of bad news puts them
at odds with administration officials, who at this moment are seen as doing a commendable job."
Hickey further cited a November Pew Research Center Poll, which showed that 82
percent of the public believes Pentagon spokespersons are giving as much information they can
about operations in Afghanistan.
But Mark Thompson says this will change if things start going wrong overseas. So long
as things are going well, the public will support the Pentagon, he explains, but once things go
bad, the public will start to care about the information they're not getting.
Still, he says a fair chunk of the public acknowledge that the press is supposed to be
skeptical, not "a cheerleader" for the military during times of war.
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Although Mark Thompson says the public knows less about the world than they did 20
years ago, Wood disagrees, saying there have been plenty of journalists reporting on the war
from the actual conflict areas.
"I am kind of bemused [by the reporters] who complain that the Pentagon doesn't release
things in a timely way," Wood says.
While the Pentagon did not create a reporter pool in the early days of the "war on
terrorism," Wood says pools of reporters gathering information from the military weren't
necessary because journalists were already in the theater on their own.
Alternatively, Mark Thompson says the main argument the media makes when it comes
to covering the military and war revert to the First Amendment rights of the press. Members of
the media feel entitled to witness military actions because journalists are taxpaying Americans,
he explains. Reporters feel they should be able to cover the war as long as they don't put the U.S.
military in harm's way.
But he says most military commanders don't work this way, explaining that the press
feels the military and government are being a lot more tight-lipped with information.
"The flow of information from the press to the public is dramatically less because the
Pentagon is giving out less," he says. "Much of the military still has an attitude of 'trust us, we
know what's right."'
With much of the press restricted to gathering information from Pentagon briefing rooms
and from military public affairs officers in the field, many reporters feel like they're not getting
the whole story from Afghanistan. And this is something journalists agree is a violation of their
Constitutional rights.
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But media and military professionals agree that public support of the military during
times of war comes from the information the press gets to the people. Mark Thompson calls the
press a "key link to the public," saying the military needs the media to gain support from the
public during conflicts like the one in Afghanistan.
Using the Gulf War as an example, Mark Thompson says the Marines were seen as
playing a large role during that conflict, when their role was relatively small. Although he says
Marine units only brought a handful of reporters with them into action, they received the
coverage because the reporters were with the Marines and generally left out of operations
conducted by the Army, Air Force and Navy.
Although Wood and Mark Thompson say most journalists would never intentionally
divulge information that could endanger national security, they also say the press shouldn't be
held responsible if military officials say something that would be embarrassing to the military.
"Don't trust us to be censors," Wood says. "We'll write anything."
While Wood says he generally doesn't report things that aren't really newsworthy and
could ruin a lower ranked soldier's career, he says it's an ethical issue he has personally dealt
with.
The media's argument comes back to the First Amendment, with Wood saying the press
isn't at fault if something is printed that would make military leaders blush. The press'
responsibility is to tell the military's secrets, not keep them, he explains.
And with the military so dependent on secrecy, the tightrope of information is stretched
between the First Amendment rights of the media and the security rights of the government.

Marcie Young
Honors Thesis
Due April 26, 2002
Part II: Finding a balance
This is part two, finding a balance, in a two-part series titled "Tightrope Walking: Finding
the balance between the military and the media during modern wars."

While the War on Terrorism continues, the military and the media struggle to keep
balance on the information tightrope. With the military dependent on secrecy and the media
searching for answers, the tension continues to grow between reporters and the government.
But most military and media professionals agree the tension is a key aspect of
democracy.
Dr. James S. Robbins, a professor at National Defense University in Washington, D.C.,
acknowledges the tension as "an essential culture clash between journalism and the military."
Thomas Ricks, who covers the military for The Washington Post, explains: "The most
common conflict is about access and disclosure. Military people tend to see little reason to
release any information, figuring that anything could help the enemy. The media tries to push for
releasing as much as possible. This is a natural friction and not a bad one. Remember that the
founding fathers in their wisdom created an adversarial system, in which truth is supposed to
emerge from contention."
Although the tension is considered a necessary irritant by journalists and members of the
military, both groups agree a compromise needs to be found in the inherent differences.
This strained relationship between the military and the media during times of war is not a
recent phenomenon. But many reporters and military officials say the way information flows
between the media and the military has changed drastically since the freewheeling days of
Vietnam, when reporters had unlimited access to the battlefield.
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Although military professionals and journalists agree the dynamics of war coverage has
evolved into a more restricted form, reporters are less likely to call the change positive. Some,
like Time magazine's Mark Thompson, say the press and the public know less about what is
going on now than they knew 20 years ago.
"We know a hell of a lot less than we did about Vietnam," Thompson says. "It was a
much different war, but it was probably the best covered war by American reporters."
But the War on Terrorism and the Vietnam War reflect different operations, and
Thompson says the latter lent itself to better coverage because of the larger military units.
Dr. Alfred Pratte, a professor of commw1ication at Brigham Young University in Provo,
Utah, covered the Vietnam War from Hawaii as soldiers passed through. He agrees with
Thompson, characterizing Vietnam as a war open to the flow of information.
"Vietnam gave reporters more freedom to get different perspectives of the war firsthand,"
Pratte explains.
But the unlimited access to the battlefield changed in 1983, when reporters were
restricted from covering a U.S. Military mission on the Caribbean island of Grenada. For the first
48 hours of the attack, journalists were excluded from the planning and execution of the mission,
something military professionals admit was a mistake.
Col. Barry E. Willey, former deputy chief of public affairs of the U.S. Army at the
Pentagon, was in Grenada when the operation was activated.
"We learned from that experience that we should never not plan for the media again," he
says.
In a self-written article, The Military-Media Connection: For Better or For Worse,
Willey explains what happened in the aftermath of Grenada: "The subsequent Sidle Commission
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findings and recommendations set in motion a decade and a half of experimentation with
solutions to the problem of the natural antagonism between these key elements of our
democracy."
At the media's request, the Pentagon appointed Gen. Winant K. Sidle to head a
commission, appropriately called the Sidle Commission, to study reporters' access to war zones.
Ever since Grenada the military and the media have been trying to find a compromise for
covering wars, Willey says. But finding compromises that appeal to the ideals of the military and
the media hasn't been easy, and the solutions seem to be limited to a few solid options: reporter
pools, embedding and unilateral reporters.
"It's like a seesaw," Thompson illustrates. "Where do you put the balance?"
Ideas on how to find the balance began to evolve after the Grenada mission, which
Willey says "spawned the national media pool concept." These pools, he says, were established
to make information about military operations available to the public without endangering troop
and national security.
Reporter pools, although created to get information out the public, haven't impressed all
military professionals and journalists.
"Pools suck for reporters," Major Paul Swiergosz, a public affairs officer (PAO) with the
U.S. Army, says.
Swiergosz, who graduated with a bachelor's degree and a master's degree in journalism
and public relations, says pools are bad for the media because reporters are left dependent on
information a handful of other journalists have gathered. Thompson explains that information
from pool reporters can be gathered on the Internet by journalists not part of the pool.
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Ricks, like many journalists, says he doesn't like reporter pools. Still, he explains that
"pools, like democracy, are the best of a lot of bad solutions."
Even though reporter pools are not journalists' top choice, Swiergosz says pools are
easier for the military to handle.
"Pools are easier for us to deal with because of the sheer volume of reporters we would
have to service otherwise," he explains. "Over 80 percent [of the Army] is in the Reserves or the
National Guard. There just aren't many PAOs to go around."
Thompson, agreeing with Swiergosz, says the military couldn't function with all the
journalists eager to cover a story. He explains this, saying a military leader might have an
airplane with 500 seats to carry soldiers into the war zone. And the majority of those seats,
Thompson adds, will be reserved for troops.
"A commander has to decide how many of those seats should be for the fannies of the
press ... and it's not too many," he says.
The solution to dealing with the huge numbers of journalists, Thompson explains, often
results in the creation of a reporter pool.
"I call it a half-baked loaf," Thompson says, "but a half-baked loaf is better than
nothing."
Most journalists agree finding a compromise between the media and the military gets
better when reporters have the opportunity to become part of a military unit. This procedure,
called embedding, "makes reporters conscious of the needs of security, knowing they will be on
the front lines," Ricks explains.
Many reporters feel embedding is the best option. Ricks, for example, thinks embedding
is a great balance between the secrecy of the press and the First Amendment rights of the media.

5

"Reporters learn a lot, and the troops tend to like having a reporter they can get to know
over the course of several days," Ricks says. "Once they see a reporter get rained on with them,
sleep on the ground like them and go on patrol with them, they tend to open up more."
David Wood, a foreign correspondent at Newhouse News Service was embedded with
the 10th Mountain Division during Operation Anaconda in Uzbekistan. He agrees that embedding
reporters is the best way to build a good relationship between the military and the media.
"If you just shed your identity ... and go inside the organization, you can report much

more accurately about what's going on," Wood says.
Wood explains that being embedded with a unit overseas is an experience that could
never be replicated by interviewing soldiers as they come out of the battlefield or at a Pentagon
briefing.
"You don't really understand what war is all about until you walk into a battlefield with
everything you need for six months on your back," Wood says. "Unless you walk in their boots,
you can't understand their situation."
Although some reporters say a lot information is kept from them, even when they are
embedded into a unit, Wood says he's never had a difficult time getting all the information he
needs. He explains once a reporter gets approved to embed with a unit, the reporter can basically
go anywhere.
"They love to have reporters in the field," he says. "I run into a surprising number of
PAOs that are extremely good at what they do. These are the guys who say, 'Hey Wood, you
know what you're doing. Let me know if you need anything."'
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In the War on Terrorism, only a handful ofreporters have been embedded with units, and
Wood was one of the few. Although Wood says he headed out to Afghanistan in January, he
wasn't invited to embed with the 10th Mountain Division until February.
Wood says he was brought into the unit under secrecy clearance, and ground rules were
established between the unit commanders and himself. As part of the ground rules, Wood says he
agreed to show his copy to a unit commander to make sure he wasn't inadvertently giving out
classified information.
Wood became part of the unit, and once Operation Anaconda broke out, "They forgot I
was there," he says.
Although Wood agreed to show his stories to troop leaders, he says his copy went out
unchanged 98 percent of the time.
"They are very sensitive about casualty figures," Wood says, "but I didn't really have a
problem with that."
Still, Wood says his experience working with the military during Operation Anaconda
was a nice working relationship.
"I do know that I got embedded and saw everything happen, and the Pentagon didn't say,
'Don't let Wood write about it,"' he explains.
But it isn't just reporters who benefit from being embedded. Military professionals, such
as Willy and Swiergosz, say troops also learn a lot about how the media works. Willey says a
military commander usually has a lot of respect for a reporter who is embedded into the unit.
Swiergosz agrees and says the unit also has a lot to gain from the public attention a journalist can
bring to the troop, even if negative articles are produced.
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"If you can keep up, carry your load and not jeopardize the safety and security of the

mission, then climb aboard," Swiergosz says. "A reporter that can do that successfully will help
dispel some of the misnomers military folks have about them. I like good reporters ... who report
honestly and conscientiously, whether they write positive articles or not."
Even though military professionals and journalists say embedding is a great compromise,
Wood explains how getting too comfortable could be a problem. He says sometimes people
forget an embedded reporter is not a soldier and will say something they wouldn't want printed.
"A lot of people have told me a lot of things I haven't written," Wood says, "and I don't
think my journalism has suffered at all."
An ethical issue Wood says he's dealt with as a journalist is weighing what people say.
One general rule he keeps has to do with status, Wood says. Anyone over the rank of captain is
fair game, he explains, but anyone below that rank "has a whole lot more to lose if I burn them in
print."
Physical capabilities can be problematic when a journalist is embedded into a unit, Willey
says. He explains a reporter has to be fit enough to keep up with the soldiers, especially if
embedded with a walking unit.
"A soldier is not going to carry extra water for that reporter," Willey says.
But Thompson sees other problems that come with embedding. Often the press can't
afford to embed too many reporters, he says, even if it is a good balance between the military and
the media. Sometimes a reporter can be embedded into a unit and could end up doing nothing for
month, Thompson explains. And after a couple of days without action the press gets anxious, he
says.
"Wars don't always work on reporters' timetable," he says.
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However, Thompson says not all solutions alleviating tension between the military and
the media include direct interaction with the military.
"I don't know if you need a compromise," he says. "The press can report on its own. It's
very dangerous, but that's how you get some good stuff."
Journalists who report on their own, called unilaterals, often get some of the best and
most honest stories because they are not dependent on military commanders for information,
Thompson says. But without the protection military troops can offer embedded and pool
reporters, unilateral reporters often risk being robbed, kidnapped or killed.
According to a January/February 2002 Columbia Journalism Review article by Neil
Hickey, unilateral reporters were on some of the first flights to Afghanistan after Sept 11. He
writes: "By late September in the current conflict, well before the Oct. 7 start of bombing,
journalists were crowding Tajikistan, hoping to buy a $300 helicopter ride into the rebel-held
sectors of northern Afghanistan."
Hickey reported that some journalists went into the treacherous mountain terrain by
donkey or in truck convoys. Some even sneaked into Taliban territory dressed like women in
traditional burkhas, clothing covering every inch of skin.
"Freelance bandits preyed on journalists, knowing they carried large amounts of
American dollars ... and expensive electronic equipment," Hickey reported.
Although these reporters returned some of the most honest reporting from Afghanistan,
by mid-December, more journalists were dead than U.S. troops.

But concrete options, such as reporter pools, embedding and unilateral reporting aren't
the only options that will institute a change of tension on the information tightrope.
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"I don't think it will get better until both sides give a little, and quite frankly, some of our
less media-friendly folks in uniform retire," Swiergosz says. "I think there are some people who
still think you can hide information, and I don't think it's possible given today's technology.
Slowly, but surely, more and more people are coming to that realization, but until it really
permeates the top levels, we will continue to have friction."
Although gradual change isn't something the military or the media can change by writing
ground rules or guidelines, many military and media professionals agree the tension on the
tightrope will be reduced as older military leaders retire.
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